Histological investigations of muscle atrophy and end plates in two critically ill patients with generalized weakness.
We describe pathological alterations at the light microscopical and ultrastructural level of motor end plates and muscle fibres in 2 critically ill patients with generalized muscular atrophy and weakness. Axonal degeneration of intramuscular nerve fibres was not conspicuous. The sural nerve in one patient showed only minor abnormalities. There was a marked atrophy of type 1 and especially type 2 muscle fibres. Nodal and ultraterminal nerve sprouts were seen in both biopsies. Motor end plates showed features of regeneration. They were enlarged in one patient. This patient was treated for a prolonged period with vecuronium bromide. Pharmacological denervation may explain the presence of fibrillation potentials, and, partially, of the histological abnormalities. Another factor which must be considered is inhibition of neuromuscular transmission by antibiotics. In addition to disuse atrophy and a minor degree of axonal neuropathy, the production of muscle proteolytic factors may be involved in the rapidly occurring massive loss of muscle fibre size in critically ill patients.